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ABSTRACT 



Three elements defined the focus of the 5th Roundtable: 
lifelong learning, the new technologies gap, and reaching the disadvantaged. 
Participants referred frequently to the digital divide, a term that captures 
differential access to and use of information and commiinication technology 
(ICT) . The questions that guided discussion related to ICT and learning 
inequalities, access, gaps within formal school education and post-school 
learning contexts, and lifelong learning. Discussion showed the digital 
divide had many overlapping elements and was far from being a single issue. 
The Roundtable found that while it would be convenient if the policy issues 
related to the digital divide could be understood as a set of recipes for 
improvement that countries could implement to a greater or lesser degree, 
diverse conditions and cultures ruled out simplicity. Many stakeholders were 
involved, and some of the most pertinent variables were the furthest from 
policy influence. Dilemmas arose at very general levels, as well as in 
specific fields. Similar dilemmas arose in relation to extending 
opportunities for lifelong learning and the specific goal of improving ICT 
competence. Policy pointers and conclusions emerging from the Roxindtable 
included different roles of stakeholders, the pivotal position of the 
teacher, need for new models of teaching and learning in schools, linguistic 
issues, and international exchange of promising practices. A participant list 
is appended. (YLB) 
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PREFATORY NOTE 



1. The Philadelphia Roundtable was organised jointly by the National Center on Adult Literacy 
(NCAL) and the International Literacy (ILI) at the University of Pennsylvania/Graduate School of 
Education and the Centre for Educational Research and Innovation (CERI) of the OECD. Co-sponsors 
included the Office of Vocational and Adult Education of the U.S. Department of Education, UNESCO, 
and the IBM Corporation. It was the fifth in a series of International Roundtables co-organised by the 
University of Pennsylvania and OECD/CERI, and brought together participants from some twenty 
countries. 

2. Education authorities world-wide increasingly see investment in information and communication 
technology (ICT) as a top policy priority. Along with these positive developments, however, come 
worrying new questions. How far have major learning gaps opened up between those with access to 
computers, multimedia and the Internet, and those without? To what extent are affluent students and 
schools reinforcing their educational advantages over those in poverty? How can up-to-date ICT tools for 
learning be made accessible to the really “hard to reach” youngsters? In brief, how wide is the digital 
divide in education and how can it be bridged? 

3. The Roundtable sought to address these and related issues. The present report is intended to give 
a flavour of the discussions and the emerging policy implications. A fuller report is in preparation and will 
be available later this year to be prepared by NCAL/ILI and OECD/CERI. 

4. A list of participants is attached as an annex to the present paper. 



THE LIFELONG LEARNING AND NEW TECHNOLOGIES GAP: REACHING THE 

DISADVANTAGED 



The Philadelphia Roundtable - Aims and Scope 

1. In December 1999, an International Roundtable was convened in Philadelphia under the title The 
Lifelong Learning, New Technologies Gap: Reaching the Disadvantaged. The three elements lifelong 
learning, new technologies gap and reaching the disadvantaged defined the focus of the Roundtable. 
Lifelong learning is now widely recognised as providing the broad framework for educational policies, 
whereas much of the interest in ICT in countries has concentrated on investments in schooling, with little 
attention to learning issues that arise in other settings and for other age groups. The addition of reaching 
the disadvantaged underlined the Roundtable’s practical policy focus, of aiming both to enhance 
understanding of the new technologies gap in relation to different forms of education and learning, and to 
explore practical examples and strategies that can help to bridge it. 

2. Frequently also, participants referred to the digital divide, a term of growing currency that 
captures succinctly the differential access to and use of ICT in today’s world. The participation in the 
Roundtable of experts from non-OECD as well as OECD countries enabled further dimensions of this 
divide to be explored within a global perspective, bringing into view the technology gaps between richer 
and poorer countries, and insights from a greater range of relevant strategies and initiatives. 

3. This paper presents, first, the questions that had been formulated to guide discussion. It then 
considers briefly insights from the Roundtable on the nature and dimensions of the digital divide, which 
has many over-lapping elements and is far from being a single issue. Third, the paper addresses certain of 
the relevant policy questions and approaches. In order to capture more directly the flavour of the 
discussion, illustrative quotations from principal speakers have been included. An ampler treatment of 
concrete initiatives and policies will be included in the full Roundtable report currently under preparation, 
to be available later in 2000. 



The Themes and Questions 

4. The themes and questions tabled at the conference provided a set of pointers rather than a rigid 
structure, with which to address the digital divide in learning. A number of speakers observed that the 
digital divide should be seen not primarily in technological terms, but as embedded in broader inequalities 
in education and learning. Questions directed attention to the groups and populations that do not have the 
educational access to or use of ICT that others enjoy, whether within formal education or for older age 
groups post-school. The lifelong-learning perspective requires an holistic approach that brings together 
formal and non-formal education; institutions, organisations, communities, and the media; the public and 
private sectors. 

5. ICT and Learning Inequalities: Defining the Gaps: In the broad context of social and 

technological change, there is need to explore the nature of learning inequalities, for the young and for 
adults, in formal and non-formal learning settings, within and across countries. This will give a better 
understanding of how groups within society become and remain educationally disadvantaged. 
Consideration can be given to the various dimensions of learning gaps - how they arise and are perpetuated 
over time - and the circumstances in which ICT can mitigate disadvantages rather than exacerbate them. 
Research on the educationally disadvantaged, and measures which have been activated or proposed to 
alleviate the problems, can illustrate the range of relevant policy considerations and options. 
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6. ICT and Access - The Haves and the Have-nots: There is evidence to show enormous variation 
in computer access and familiarity within and across countries. Lack of access to ICT- the digital divide - 
has imposed new barriers on those children from poorer (and sometimes dysfunctional) homes, who are 
already underprivileged. In a number of countries, there is a widening gap between whole communities, 
according to their levels of affluence, that often works to the disadvantage of ethnic and linguistic 
minorities. A new dimension is brought to the notion of exclusion, as those who were already 
disadvantaged become yet more so through lack of computer literacy. The term information underclass has 
been coined, in awareness that those societal groups with the greatest needs may be those which get the 
least access to ICT. 

7. ICT and the Gaps within Formal School Education: Some schools are well equipped with ICT 
and make extensive and effective use of computers to enhance the quality of the learning experiences they 
provide across the curriculum. Their teachers may be confident and discerning in computer use. Other 
schools are poorly equipped with ICT and their teachers may be poorly trained to adopt ICT techniques. 
Problems may arise with transfer from a school rich in ICT to another that is not. What are the social 
responsibilities of government and the communications industry, to work towards more equitable provision 
between schools? What successful public/private partnerships have developed? How are uninvolved 
schools to be enabled to grasp the educational advantages that ICT offers? 

8. ICT and the Gaps within Post-school Learning Contexts: The opportunities for post-school 
learning vary enormously - whether in post-school training or adult education, at home or the workplace, in 
leisure opportunities. Various socio-economic and demographic parameters can be critical. While much is 
currently invested in ICT for higher education, relatively little is known about ICT as related to 
disadvantaged adults. As shown in different OECD surveys, there is a significant portion of the adult 
population in all countries in need of improved basic skills; in some countries very many face severe 
problems. What examples are there of ICT contributing to more equitable post-school opportunities, 
particularly in adult-learning contexts? How can other informal learning contexts, such as the home or 
community, utilise ICT to enhance learning? 

9. ICT and the Challenge of Lifelong Learning: There are many cross-cutting issues to be 
addressed. For example, hardware and software continue to evolve rapidly, while the relationships 
between educators and technology specialists are often tenuous. Too often, we do not have a good 
understanding of the consumer in unreached populations, particularly among the most severely 
disadvantaged whether in OECD or non-OECD countries, nor of the effectiveness of different ICT-based 
strategies to reach these populations. There are the inter-generational issues, for example, in early 
childhood use of ICT as well as use by older adults in their third age. What are the barriers (and 
incentives) for greater connectivity between in-school and out-of-school learning among youth and adults, 
using ICT in formal and informal settings? How can ICT contribute to a more inclusive, equitable and 
coherent society for citizens of all ages? 



The Nature of the Digital Divide in Learning 



10. Ample illustrations were put forward during the Roundtable to show the existence of the digital 
divide in learning, which is likely to assume greater importance as countries become more knowledge- and 
technology-based. Educational, socio-cultural, and demographic disadvantages become exacerbated 
through lack of access to ICT for learning. Especially is this so where ICT affords ways of teaching and 
learning that are impossible using more traditional methods, for instance in relation to networking or 
research. 



The general argument to be made is that schools throughout the industrialised world are rapidly moving to 
incorporate technology and to subscribe to methods of teaching that allow students considerable freedom to search, to 
explore and to collaborate with other students. With the skills acquired from these forms of schooling, students will 
be better prepared for jobs that require technology skills, information searching, and collaboration - jobs that tend to 
pay quite well - and to be better prepared for college where today computer skills are mandatory. If, as some studies 
claim, students are more motivated to attend school and to study when they have access to modern computers and the 
Internet, then a secondary advantage accrues to those within technology-rich schools. 

Richard Venezfcy, OECD/CERI and University of Delaware 



11. Some deny the existence of a digital divide, regarding the concept as profoundly negative, a 
diversion from the enormous potential of ICT to open horizons and access to knowledge and information. 
The hope appears to be that enthusiastic affirmation of the benefits of ICT will be enough to ensure its 
widespread adoption. Most Roundtable participants, however, thought this unwise, arguing for direct 
confrontation with the digital divide, recognising the need for analysis to get at root causes and concerns. 
Without careful analysis, many aspects of this divide may remain undetected, such as those relating to 
private computer and Internet use; the difficulty of disentangling actual from imputed educational value; 
the intrinsic invisibility of the “very hard to reach”. Most importantly, perhaps, unequal ICT distribution 
may be exacerbating stubborn, long-standing educational inequalities, meaning that explicit action is 
required to offset a worsening situation. 



Children in various groups in society have varying access to ICT, and schools therefore have an essential 
compensatory function. Since knowledge of ICT is necessary for the future labour market and generally strengthens 
people’s position in society, all pupils must become sufficiently familiar with ICT. This presupposes that every school 
has good access to computers, and that the teachers are well in conmiand of the educational uses of ICT. 

Sten Ljungdahl, Swedish Ministry of Education 



12. Evidently there is no single, clearly defined “learning technology gap” or digital divide. There are 
many overlapping gaps, which largely do not have their roots in the technology itself. One typology 
proposed towards the beginning of the Roundtable listed the following dimensions: 



“* The gaps that exist in ICT skills, confidence and competence between many different groups 
in society, gaps that can be critical to the ability to benefit from the different available 
educational, social and economic opportunities; 
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- The ICT gaps that exist within formal education, between one school or school district and 
another, in terms of the equipment, materials, connectivity, professional competence, and 
integration of ICT within the teaching/leaming environment;* 

- The gaps that exist between the home and the school, in particular regarding the ability of 
some individuals and social groups to extend their existing advantages, through the additional 
learning resources of home computer and Internet use. 

- The wide differences that exist in the integration of ICT into different forms of tertiary 
education, including distance learning which is built on the capacity of technology to open 
access across time and space;^ 

- There are the digital divides in non-formal learning settings, some work and community 
settings being “technology-rich”, others “technology-poor”; 

- Inter-generational technology gaps can be especially important when the focus is on 
participation in the economy and society, and on lifelong learning; 

- There are the very wide national disparities, between the richest countries of the world, 
including the US to which most of the existing data relate, and other countries, with much 
lower or minimal technology use in education, homes, enterprises and communities. 

Certain of these dimensions and gaps are illustrated in the following Roundtable quotations from submitted 
papers. 



Disparities in access to ICT in America are highly related to race, income and education demographics. For example, 
Black and Hispanic households are less than half as likely as white households to have Internet access... Also, 
households with higher levels of education among adults are far more likely to own computers and have Internet 
access than those at the lowest education levels. In 1998, for example, only 7.9% of households with an elementary 
education degree, and 15.7% of households with some high school education, had personal computers; however, 
31.2% of households with a high school diploma (or GED equivalent) had computers at home. 

Lynda Ginsburg, John Sabatini, Dan Wagner, NCAL 



The distribution of computers in Swedish homes is very uneven. More than half of those having a completed tertiary 
education have access to a computer, compared to only a third of those with a compulsory education. Far fewer wage- 
earners than salaried employees and graduates have personal computers at home... [there is] considerably more 
frequent use of Internet among young people than among older people. It also gives evidence of differences between 
men and women. Men are much more frequent users than women, and the differences seem to be bigger among the 
younger ones. 

Sten Ljungdahl, Swedish Ministry of Education 




* The chapter “Technology in education: trends, investments, access, and use”, in the 1999 edition of the OECD 
Education Policy Analysis showed how wide these differences can be, both within and between countries. 
This analysis also showed how large recent investments in equipment and connectivity quickly alter the 
findings of such international comparisons. 

^ There were differing views during the Roundtable about whether distance learning can help to overcome forms of 
cultural or social separation, as well as geographical distance. 
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...most learning happens outside educational institutions, and well away from the control of teachers. Recent research 
by Eraut in the UK has confirmed that most of the most important learning which industrial workers undertake 
happens in and around the workplace, not on training courses or under formal supervision. Notions of “instruction” 
and “classroom” are simply irrelevant, and we need to think much more radically. I would argue that “curriculum” 
continues to exist, but it has at its core not how learning processes are organised by teachers in classrooms, but how 
the processes of the workplace and the community are organised to make learning natural and inevitable. We also 
need to recognise that for most people, and most organisations, the goal is solving a problem, not becoming 
“educated”. 

Steven McNair, University of Surrey, England 



13. Other dimensions emerged in the course of the discussion. There are important divides that exist 
between well-resourced and poor communities, even in near proximity one to another (the Silicon Valley 
example being just one of the most striking of these). Another related example mentioned by several 
participants is the gap that can exist between urban and rural opportunities, a gap that has forced into 
existence some of the most innovative examples of ICT use for distance learning. Of particular concern in 
many countries are the linguistic gaps, especially given the software and Internet dominance of English.^ 
A further typology offered for understanding different ICT access issues for education and learning was: 

- Those with special needs or physical disability; 

- The socially and economically deprived; 

- Linguistic and ethnic minorities; 

- Groups suffering social exclusion; 

- The geographically remote; 

- Older citizens, for whom new technology has arrived late in life; 

- The technologically-alienated or apathetic."* 



14. These categorisations overlap, and are incomplete, so they are illustrative rather than exhaustive. 
It will be important to develop convincing frameworks for the analysis of the educational digital divide, 
recognising that there will always be different ways of categorising problems, as well as differences in 
conditions and priorities between countries. New data can then be gathered according to these frameworks. 
A number of the Roundtable participants lamented that so much of the discussion on this critical subject 
depended on anecdotal evidence only. 

15. Further aspects of the learning digital divide were discussed. One concerns whether this form of 
learning inequality is distinctive. On one side, it was maintained that ICT simply gives another expression 




^ Among the aims relating to generalising Internet access in Portugal is listed “approval and implementing of a 
Program aimed at multiplying by 1000 the Portuguese content of the Internet ( the average by comparison 
to the English contents, is nowadays 1.1%).” Joao Santos, “Portugal’s Policy Goals concerning the use of 
ICT in Education and Training”, (country note submitted to the Roundtable). 

^ Robin Ritzema “Inclusion not Exclusion - Introducing the New Technologies into British Education: A UK 
Overview”, (country note submitted to the Roundtable). 
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to the profound, longstanding divisions of social class, ethnicity, gender and geography. On the other was 
the view that ICT is so important in the society and economy of today and tomorrow, that low 
technological literacy has come to represent one of the most important forms of exclusion. The two 
viewpoints may prove to differ in no more than emphasis. Most would subscribe to the importance of 
understanding how the digital divide is manifested among different groups and communities, rather than 
regard it as a specifically “technological” issue. Again, most would emphasise the growing problems of 
falling behind in technological competence, and the key role of out-of-school learning through ICT, which 
means that the significance of the digital divide per se should not be under-estimated. 



The root causes of the digital divide include, among other factors: geography, racism, chauvinism, colonialism, 
imperialism, ethnic conflict, religious and cultural beliefs and practices, poverty (lack of investment capital), the 
absence of key infrastructures of education and human capital (knowledge) and the failure to develop traditions of 
speech freedoms and scientific inquiry that are generally associated with the highly industrialised nations. ..The 
digital divide, thus, is more than just the physical distance between those who have access and those who do not. It is 
really the measure of the distance of the gaps of power, wealth, of knowledge, data, good health care, sound nutrition, 
access to the good life. There is also a psychological distance in the digital divide. Nations, regions within nations 
and continents ... individuals also account for the space between the digital divide, 

Nolan Bowie, Harvard University 



16. It might indeed be maintained that of all the different manifestations of the digital divide - in 
commerce, the media, public administration, etc. - perhaps the most important concerns education and 
learning, in so far as the fundamental role of ICT in contemporary life is itself dependent on knowledge, 
competence and expertise. This is not at all the same as identifying the key variables as narrowly 
“technological”, as the Muller quotation underlines. 



I suspect the real access issue is going to be a different kind of access - as the price of technology declines, the 
problem will not be access to hardware and software, but access to the knowledge needed to know how to use it - to 
make technology used and useful. 

Robert D, Muller^ US Dept of Education. 



17. A related emphasis shared by several participants concerned the need to focus on the use actually 
made of ICT. Simple indicators sometimes adopted to show the existence of a “divide” - schools being 
Internet-connected or not, home possession or absence of a PC, offices equipped or not with workstations - 
may be quite misleading. What matters, it was heard, is whether such quantitative differences lead to 
qualitatively different behaviour. New Zealand research, for instance, has suggested the worrying finding 
that even when ICT is used by teachers and students, high socio-economic status schools tend to use it for 
advanced applications and thinking, whereas other schools use it for basic skills (or, worse still, for 
diversionary activities such as computer games). One of the keynote speakers proposed a simple model for 
understanding the development of ICT skills, that contains “teacher ICT ability”, “school academic 
standards”, “home ICT use”, “school ICT use”, and “capacity for self-learning”, as well as the simple input 
variable “school ICT resources”.^ 




^ Richard L. Venezky “ICT and the Gaps within Formal School Education: Causes, Consequences, and Possible 
Solutions”. 
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These figures leave lots of unanswered questions about how those with access [to computers] in their homes are using 
them, whether exclusively or primarily for game-playing, word processing, ‘chatting’ on-line with friends or interest 
groups or engaged in more serious activities as research; nor do they tell how much time the “information-haves” are 
actually using their status-giving PCs or of the quality of the experience. 

Nolan Bowie, Harvard University 



18. A dynamic perspective will be needed fully to grasp the dimensions of the digital divide. It was 
referred to as a “moving target”, where new targets and problems come into view as others are resolved. 
Profound issues of philosophy and approach are raised. One speaker asked whether standardised models of 
schooling will be maintained, or whether ICT will provide integral elements of widespread new approaches 
to learning that are less bureaucratic and less homogeneous. In similar vein, another called for schooling to 
give much greater attention to “knowledge creation” as opposed to “knowledge transmission”: the new 
technologies can make a fundamental difference to the quality of learning when they are integral to the 
former rather than simply vehicles for the latter. For other speakers (see next quotation), the very 
possibility of ICT to promote uniformity is an element of its democratic appeal. Profound issues are clearly 
at stake. 



In general terms, ICT [techniques] applied to education have an intrinsic compensatory nature. This is due to the 
massive reach they have and to the homogeneous quality that can be achieved. Their capability to reach massive 
audiences and offer equal quality of content throughout, coupled with their capacity to target groups with specialised 
needs, is a crucial attribute they bring to education... This is particularly so in developing countries, where rural areas 
and ample sectors of the urban population have little access to information and educational services... The potential 
benefits of ICT externalities are clearly more powerful than in developed countries. The social returns are higher 
because, in all likelihood, there will be more people who benefit from them in more ways. 

Guillermo Kelley, Latin American Institute of Educational Communication 



Some Policy Issues and Approaches 

19. It would be convenient if the policy issues related to the digital divide could be understood as a 
set of recipes for improvement which countries could implement to a greater or lesser degree. It is clear, 
however, that the reality is both more complex and dynamic than any simple model allows. Diverse 
conditions and cultures rule out simplicity. Many stakeholders are involved, and some of the most pertinent 
variables are the furthest from policy influence, including those related to community and household 
practices. Dilemmas abound. 

20. Dilemmas arise at very general levels, as well as in specific fields. Education, learning and the 
acquisition of knowledge and skills have never been more central than they are today, and will most likely 
be yet more important in years to come.^ The strong links between learning and the “economic health” of 
individuals through human capital investment are now widely acknowledged, and parallel lessons can be 
drawn for enterprises as “learning organisations”, as well as for entire industries, geographical areas and 
national economies. While these developments are frequently seen as positive features of post- 
industrialised society, they have a negative side: the consequences for those individuals, organisations or 




^ See CERI/OECD (2000) Knowledge Management in the Learning Society and (1998) Human Capital Investment: 
An International Comparison. See also, ^Learning Cities and Regions: Intermediate Report**, 
CERI/CD(2000)2. 
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communities that fall behind in learning become the more profound, and can be dire. The process of 
creating “winners” often creates “losers”. An awareness of this needs to be sustained in the policy debate. 

21. Similar dilemmas arise in relation to extending opportunities for lifelong learning, especially 
individualised forms of learning that may exploit ICT in different ways. There is growing complexity of 
learning provision and decision-making, with a wide variety of informal and non-public sources of education 
for lifelong learning. All of this aggravates the problems confronting those who are not well equipped for the 
knowledge society. Seen in this light, lifelong learning can be regarded not only as part of the “solution” but 
as an integral part of the “problem” as well, but the answer cannot be to retreat from the goal of extending 
opportunities for lifelong learning as widely as possible. Account should be taken, however, of the negative 
consequences for the most disadvantaged, as the levels of ICT expertise and complexity continue to rise. 

22. Similar dilemmas arise in relation to the specific goal of improving ICT competence, and the 
high priority this now receives among educational objectives. On the one hand, the importance of 
technologies in today’s knowledge-based society and economy justifies such a priority: notes submitted to 
the Roundtable from Finland, Japan, Portugal, UK and USA illustrate how prominent technology goals 
have become. On the other hand, the very identification of this importance makes the exclusion faced by 
those who still miss out all the more acute. The problem arises across age groups, but those who leave 
initial education with very weak “technological literacy” are clearly highly vulnerable. 

23. The notion of dilemma and complexity is well captured in the quotation below relating to adult 
and non-formal education. The authors observe that these settings have tended to miss out, compared with 
the ICT investment priority accorded to formal school and tertiary education. At the same time, the very 
flexibility of adult education offers manifold possibilities to exploit the potential that ICT can offer. It was 
also observed during the Roundtable that the rapid growth in equipping schools with computers and 
Internet connectivity has resulted in much more even school access, making the digital divide related to 
out-of-school home access the more crucial. This in turn raises the key issue of how far the education 
system can play a compensatory role, as suggested in certain of the quotations reproduced here, or whether 
existing inequalities in schools might be exacerbated, even when investments are evenly spread (see para. 
18 above). It is an aspect of the digital divide that perhaps deserves closer research attention. 



We suggest that the digital divide among adults within and across many nations is likely to persist for many years to 
come, and is probably more resistant to change than that amongst children and youth, who will be growing up within 
societies ever more permeated by new technologies. Further, the vast majority of ICT investments in education have 
gone into K-12 and higher education, up until now bypassing the educational needs of disadvantaged adults world- 
wide. Nonetheless, the converse of this relatively sober assessment is that there are, in various ways, extraordinary 
opportunities for ICT to make a real difference in low-literate and adult populations. This conclusion is a result of the 
often greater flexibility of programming for adult education, which is less hampered by rigid state education systems, 
required curricula, and constraints on individual motivation. In sum, the greater the divide or gap, the more dramatic 
the leap can be. In non-formal adult education, these leaps are only now beginning, but they offer great promise in 
the future. 

Lynda Ginsburg, John Sabatini, Dan Wagner, NCAL 



24. In this final discussion, attention is drawn to some of the policy pointers and conclusions 
emerging from the Roundtable, that will be drawn out in more detail in the main report. They make no 
pretence to comprehensive coverage but they do illustrate the range of issues that will call for further 
attention in addressing the digital divide. 




A great deal of discussion turned around the different roles of government, institutions, 
communities, the market, foundations and so forth. So much depends upon political cultures 
and traditions in each society that it is impossible to generalise about precise roles. Certain 
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participants stressed the need for direct government ICT aims and strategy, while others 
perceived a more detached role in terms of regulating the market. The perceived impact of 
market forces also varies: one view was that markets always widen inequalities; another that 
they can be an effective way of identifying new demand. Several speakers stressed the value 
in clarifying the role of different community actors who may be critical to the success of 
different initiatives, and in exploring how programmes can enhance the role of such actors. 

The position of the teacher is seen to be pivotal, for the quality implementation of ICT 
strategies in education to bridge different divides, though they can have a negative influence 
in creating or reinforcing divides as well. Teacher education and professional development 
questions should be to the fore. Several speakers endorsed the need to focus on networks of 
teachers, rather than on individuals. 

Other broader questions were raised, on the importance of seeking new models of teaching 
and learning in schools, and of exploring the potential of the mainstream involvement of new 
professionals with diverse profiles and backgrounds. What role might be played by 
intermediaries such as brokers or facilitators, in building bridges between the supply and 
demand for learning? Examples should be sought. 

Although participants stressed repeatedly that the digital divide must be understood in much 
broader terms than the purely technical, there are some critical technological issues to be 
addressed. These include policies and programmes aimed at widening the access to learning, 
such as the Swedish goal of “broad bandwidth for all” or the “Connecting Canadians” 
initiative. The potential of new wire-less technologies should be better understood, especially 
as it relates to different dimensions of the digital divide. 

The appropriate technology for extending learning across the digital divide will often not be 
“cutting-edge”, and indeed in many circumstances should not be. Imaginative combinations 
of different media should be examined and evaluated, including the more traditional radio 
and television. Despite the appearance of ever-cheaper technologies, the cost issue is and will 
remain critical, especially for developing countries and communities. How do costs 
influence both supply and demand for particularly disadvantaged communities and sections 
of the population? 

Linguistic issues are certainly important in many countries, given the dominance of the 
English language in software and the Internet. Cultural diversity is one reason behind interest 
in these issues, but so is the avoidance of social exclusion among non-English-speaking 
populations. How can these issues best be addressed and what are existing examples of 
interest? 

Questions relating to the “very hard to reach” surfaced a number of times but could not be 
explored in detail at the Roundtable. Who are they? How high are the barriers to their greater 
inclusion? Are there initiatives that have been effective in using ICT in reaching the most 
disadvantaged and excluded? 

There is a general perception that evaluation tends to be under-developed. Lack of evaluation 
may be linked to the speed of change, as well as to the nature of high-profile initiatives that 
are politically driven and so implemented no matter what the results of evaluation. In these 
cases, there may be a valuable role for research and evaluation in indicating how the 



committed resources can best be deployed. What criteria should be to the fore in evaluating 
programmes aimed at bridging the digital divide? 

- There is a great deal to be learned from the international exchange of practices that are 
promising or that are seen to be effective. One example, discussed in detail was the Mexican 
“Telesecundaria” Programme. How possible is it to gain a balanced view of the strengths and 
weaknesses of different models, rather than showcase presentations? 



The Mexican government’s television-assisted Telesecundaria Programme was designed to meet the educational 
demands of hard-to-reach rural areas in Mexico, mostly communities of under 2,500 inhabitants. During its early 
phase, the Telesucundaria was offered in a few states and had a little over 6,000 students. Today this Programme is 
available at 13,851 locations nation-wide, serves over 910,000 students and employs over 42,000 teachers. It is a 
mass system of formal schooling that combines distance programming with on-site teacher tutoring, and it is closely 
intertwined with the communities in a two-way collaboration scheme. 

Guillermo Kelley, Latin American Institute of Educational Communication 



25. The Roundtable addressed many key problems and policy concerns in connection with the 
various aspects of the digital divide. This paper has attempted to describe the range and nature of those 
discussions, and has begun to identify the related policy issues. The analysis will be taken further in the 
full report, to be made available later this year. 
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